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THE AFRICAN NATIVE LABOUR CON-
TINGENT AND THE WELFARE
COMMITTEE

CONSPICUOUS among the many remarkable aspects of the war
area has been the collection of our fellow-subjects from the most
distant regions of the British Empire to render service in one
form or another in aid of the great cause we have in hand. Brave
soldiers from Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa,
India, and other British colonies and dependencies have been
fighting and dying in the foremost lines of our immense
battle fronts. And in other capacities men of many races, but
united in allegiance to our Flag and our Throne, have been
serving and suffering in our cause. War is a business that
demands the efforts not only of the warrior but of the worker.
Armies have to be transported and supplied, and this can only
be accomplished by the employment of enormous numbers of
non-combatant labourers, whose work is not less indispensable
and useful than that of the fighting men, and second only to
theirs in honour and opportunities for self-sacrifice and devo-
tion to high ideals. Behind our front and upon our lines of
communication, and at the ports which we use, thousands of
such workers are employed. And at the time when the ques-
tion of the man-power needed for the recruitment of our huge
new armies, and for the maintenance of our home industries
formed a difficult problem for our rulers, the further necessity
for the provision of a supply of able-bodied non-combatant
labourers for the war areas doubtless suggested the utilisation
of a portion of that immense reserve of workers in the more
distant parts of our Empire. We can all remember the discus-
sions of the subject when it was first proposed to tap the
African labour supply to obtain these much-needed workers.
Many and conflicting were the views expressed by men who
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were supposed to have exceptional knowledge of African con-
ditions connected with this very important question. Widely
diverse as were many of the opinions expressed, I believe there
was a general consensus of opinion among the best informed
as to the possibility of obtaining a considerable, though not an
overwhelming, number of African labourers for service in
Europe and as to their fitness to render efficient, continued
service under military conditions in Europe. Those who knew
the South African native had no doubt of his ability to stand
the climate of Europe, if reasonably well sheltered and clothed
and fed. The fitness of the native from Central Africa for the
purpose was considered much more doubtful.

Economic considerations entered into the question. By some
it was doubted whether any large number of South African
labourers could be brought from that country without seriously
affecting the supply available for local industries, the continu-
ance of which, in full activity, was obviously a matter of far
more than mere local importance.

Anxious thought, too, was given to the probable moral effect
upon the natives themselves, of contact with a European com-
munity in the abnormal conditions generally prevailing behind
the lines of great armies in the field. South Africans were
particularly concerned with the question of whether the natives,
by their experience in the new environment and under new
political and social conditions, would not be entirely unfitted to
return to their homes and to resume, contentedly and usefully,
their former status and position in the South African
community.

However, it was decided that the experiment should be tried,
and it was understood that, as a result of agreement between
the Imperial Government, the military authorities, and the
Government of the Union of South Africa, a Native Labour
Contingent, for purely non-combatant service in France, was to
be recruited and organised.

The South African natives have many friends in this country.
There are many now living at home who have spent years
under the sunny South African skies and have known the
native in his own country. Many have close personal know-
ledge of him as a pupil or servant, and those who are thus
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intimately acquainted with him generally retain a very friendly
feeling for him. Then there are many who have had official
or administrative experience of South African natives or who
have lived among them as missionaries, and also others who,
for philanthropic or commercial reasons, take an interest in
our dark fellow-subjects. So that it is not surprising that the
news of the organisation of this South African Labour Contin-
gent was immediately followed by the formation of a "Wel-
fare " Committee. This Committee, under the chairmanship of
the Earl of Selborne, was duly registered as " The Committee
for the Welfare of Africans in Europe," and numbers among
its members several Members of Parliament and men in public
life, as well as some of those interested in its objects from a
purely philanthropic point of view. The objects of the Com-
mittee were briefly outlined as being to promote the welfare
and comfort of the African Labour Contingent in France.

And here it is well to place upon record that from the first it
was recognised, by all those who knew anything about it, that
the natives in France would be in very good hands. Certain
glimpses of the arrangements that were being made behind
the veils of official reserve and military secrecy, revealed to
discreet inquirers the fact that the Contingent would be
officered to a large extent either by officials of the Native
Department of the Government of the Union of South Africa,
or by gentlemen selected for their knowledge of native lan-
guages and character. And so it was found to be upon closer
acquaintance with the personnel of the Contingent. The Com-
mander was Colonel S. B. Pritchard, C.M.G., of the Native
Affairs Department, and his staff of officers was almost entirely
composed of members of the Department or retired officials
most of whom possessed a life-long experience among South
African natives. Any observant person who has spent a
length of time in Africa and has had occasion to ponder upon
the very difficult question of the relations between the black
and white race must have been struck with the genuine sym-
pathy with the native people, which, as a rule, is felt
by the Civil officials who are engaged in the work
of administration in native districts. The magistrate
or the district commissioner is almost invariably the
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native's best friend and this is said without in the least
overlooking the beneficent services of the missionary.
Incidentally, in touching upon the European personnel of the
contingent, it has to be recorded that South African mission-
aries were well and worthily represented by the chaplains
appointed to minister to the various companies, and hospitals
and medical service were controlled by a surgeon with special
experience in the treatment of natives in the Transvaal.

And so, knowing that the material well-being of these
African workers was to be entrusted to men of known humanity
and wise experience, friends of the natives had no misgivings
as to any neglect of their physical welfare. There was no
anxiety as to their food or clothing or shelter, or as to unduly
harsh treatment. But the Committee was actuated by a natu-
ral impulse to extend a welcome to these bands of our fellow-
subjects who were coming from distant regions to take a part,
even if an inconspicuous one, in our great struggle. It was
realised that their lives in the war area would be governed by
unusual conditions of strict routine, and necessarily of close and
irksome confinement to dull camps and compounds. Also that
there would be temptations peculiar to the situation and hours
of idleness which are proverbially Satan's opportunity for
mischief. It was really more to the spiritual and moral aspect
of the matter that the Committee addressed its efforts. It
desired to do for the South African labourers something of
what the Young Men's Christian Association has so admir-
ably and efficiently done for our soldiers on the battle fronts.
Those experienced in such work also knew that certain bodily
comforts would be acceptable additions to the regulation outfit.
Thus, the objects of the Committee fell into the three cate-
gories :—

(1) Materials for Religious and Educational Instruction;
(2) Supplies for Amusement and Recreation ;
(3) Comforts.

Most enterprises sooner or later (generally sooner) become
financial questions. Nothing can be done without money, and
it is difficult to obtain money for such purposes as have been
indicated without some sort of public appeal. In this parti-
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cular case a public appeal for funds appeared to be inadvisable;
indeed, there were definite reasons against the adoption of such
a course. Fortunately, in Great Britain there are large-hearted,
liberal bodies of men and individuals from whom a generous
response is evoked by any representation of a reasonable need.
The funds required for the Committee's purposes, although
not of very large amount, would have been raised with diffi-
culty at this time, when such demands are being made upon
citizens' pockets, had it not been for the substantial help given
by the West African merchants, the citizens of Bristol, Edin-
burgh, Sheffield, Hull, Manchester, Leeds, and Eastbourne,
the Union Castle Shipping Company, Kremlin's Brewery
Company, and a number of generous individual subscribers.
The thanks of the natives and of the friends of the natives are
due to these kind contributors.

As to what has been done. On two separate occasions
representatives of the Committee have visited the camps of the
contingent in France to learn the local conditions and to
study the organisation and distribution of the contingent. It
is only possible to refer to such matters in very general terms
—it is not necessary, nor would it be discreet, to enter into
details.

The native companies which have been dealt with are com-
posed of representatives of almost every aboriginal tribe in
South Africa. In the ranks are found Zulus, Fingoes, Gaikas,
Tembus, Basuto, Matebele, Pondos, Bechuana, and natives
from Portuguese Africa. There is a smaller contingent of
Cape coloured men, under the separate command of Colonel
van der Byl, and some coloured workers with horse transport
under Colonel Anderson. Both these bodies of coloured
workers have participated in the Committee's gifts and
comforts.

It had originally been part of the Committee's plan to work
on the lines of the Y.M.C.A. and provide recreation huts at
the principal camps for religious services, night schools, con-
certs, etc., but in view of the mobility of the Labour Corps a
number of lined marquee tents were found to be more suitable.
These have been much appreciated, especially by the chaplains,
in whose hands is naturally much of the instruction and recrea-
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tion, in addition to the religious work. It would be impossible
to give a detailed list of the supplies that have been forwarded
for the use of the native labourers. For educational and
religious purposes have been sent school books, writing mate-
rial, maps, hymn books, and a variety of similar articles.
Bicycles have also been sent for the use of the chaplains in
order to facilitate their visits to their flocks. For amusement,
gramophones, mouth-organs, indoor games, illustrated papers,
quoits, footballs and cricket sets have been asked for and
supplied. In the way of comforts, large numbers of gloves,
socks, and Balaclava helmets, and no less than 15,000 woollen
mufflers have been provided. The provision of the mufflers is
largely due to the lady workers of missionary societies, who
not only knitted the mufflers, but in most cases purchased their
own wool.

What has been done for the contingent has been appreciated
by the military authorities and by the officers of the corps.
Colonel Pritchard has gratefully acknowledged the kind and
practical interest displayed in the welfare of the natives under
his command. One of the chaplains wrote: " The marquee
sent out to us by the Welfare Society has duly arrived and has
been set up near here. This is the only provision the men in
that camp have for religious services and recreation generally,
and is immensely valued." A company officer says: "The
gift has been very highly appreciated, more especially the
Balaclava caps, which afforded much comfort in a particularly
severe spell of weather, when the thermometer was registering
as much as sixteen degrees of frost."

A chaplain writes : —

" Last night at weekly prayer-meeting I referred to the
mufflers which they had seen come in in bales in such
number as would have loaded more than one wagon had
they been bales of wool. The men in our camp received
their mufflers yesterday, so the time was opportune to refer
to them. I told them that these were the gift of many
friends interested in the South Africans, whom they (the
men) would never see, but there was the proof of not only-
kind hands, but of kind hearts. Then I referred to the
paper I had seen attached to one muffler : ' Knitted by a
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blind lady.' The men made a little sound which it is
impossible to reproduce in writing, which they make when
anything has deeply touched them."

The chaplains appear to appreciate at least as much as any-
thing else the bicycles which were sent to enable them to visit
the members of their congregations who, at times, are scattered
in a number of widely separated camps.

Many other grateful letters of appreciation and gratitude
might be quoted, but such acknowledgments will, no doubt,
in time, find their place in a formal report on the Committee's
work.

The readers of the JOURNAL may be interested in some general
considerations suggested by the presence of the contingent in
France and by what is known of its work and conduct.

As workers, the natives appear to have been highly thought
of by the departmental officers under whom they were em-
ployed. The writer, when visiting the camps in France, had
the advantage of hearing the opinions of officers of the Royal
Engineers, Army Service Corps, Commissariat, Transport and
Ordnance Departments, and the general estimate of the African
native as a labourer appears to have been that, man for man,
he is equal to any other class of labourer employed behind our
lines. Those who know the South African native unskilled
labourer, in his own country, will not be surprised to hear this.
The work that was put before them in France was that for
which their South African experience had particularly fitted
them. They were to be seen felling trees and handling timber
in the forests of the Seine, very much as they chop and lop and
strip the wattle plantations of Natal. They shifted cargoes
in French ports and railway stations in the style of Cape Town
or Durban, and their familiarity with railway construction
and the blasting processes of the Johannesburg and Kimberley
mines made them valuable as quarrymen, and railway workers.
The South African native really seems happy, contented, and
useful as an unskilled, or partially skilled, worker, when rea-
sonably well treated and cared for. Let us glance at some of
his most characteristic mental and physical qualities. He is
not too proud to work; indeed, he can easily be made to feel
proud of his work and of such simple skill as he may acquire
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in the course of it. He is easily controlled and, though he has
no desire to be struck or kicked or cursed, and will resent such
treatment, he is always ready to follow, to imitate, or obey.
He quickly recognises the leader or boss of special energy or
ability and he has a great respect for the man who thoroughly
knows his own job.

Physically, he is well equipped for work in which strength
and endurance are required. The South African Bantu races
do not appear to produce many exceptionally big men, nor on
the other hand are there many of them of dwarfish stature, or
imperfect physical development. Weaklings are probably
weeded out during infancy and only the bodily fit survive.
The tribal discipline teaches and fosters hardihood and stoical
disregard of pain, hunger, fatigue, and other discomforts.
The open-air life and occupations of boys and young men in
pastoral and agricultural communities tend to promote growth
and health, and the young native, as a rule, reaches manhood
with his bodily powers in the vigorous state of development
intended by Nature. See these fellows, after finishing their
day's work in a French camp or a South African compound,
taking the baths which every wise administrator knows to be
as necessary for the worker's well-being as food and shelter.
They seem Jike groups of bronze statues, glistening under the
splashing shower-baths of cold or tepid water. Regular nutri-
tious food and hard work have developed bodies and limbs to
their true symmetrical proportions, and a sculptor would be
able to select many a model of classical proportions and beauty.
These men had plenty of energy left in them after their day's
work and expended it in games of football and cricket, or dur-
ing bad weather and in the hours of darkness by attendance
at the night school, or in the recreation tents, playing draughts
and other games, or writing letters to their homes. They lived
under healthy conditions and generally enjoyed good health.
Contrary to the expectation of those who predicted that they
w6uld sicken and show a high death-rate in the winter climate
of France, there were comparatively few cases of chest or lung
trouble—the majority of admissions to the excellent hospitals
provided being cases of frost bite or feet trouble, caused by
continued labour in the icy mud of the winter of 1916-17,
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which was remarkable for a low temperature described as
malicious for its intensity and persistency. It appears to be a
mistake to suppose that the South African natives cannot
resist cold. Those who have travelled with them during the
bitter winter months on the African high veldt know that, given
.aitable food and clothing, and above all provided with
changes of dry garments, the natives can maintain their health
and spirits in the most severe weather.

It is by no means intended to present too rosy a picture of
the life and work of the contingent in France. It would be
wrong to suppose that thousands of these people could be kept
in unusual conditions, far from their homes and free from
tribal restraints, but under the irksome restrictions necessary
in the labour camps, without occasions arising for the prompt
enforcement of discipline and the assertion of authority. The
complete prohibition of the supply of European intoxicants
was, on the whole, effectively maintained, but it is almost im-
possible to make such regulations absolutely watertight, and it
may be presumed that with the connivance and assistance of
those who found their profit in smuggling strong drink into
the camps, occasional cases of driunkenness had to be dealt
with by the contingent officers. Those who have had, at any
time, to enforce any regulation for the prohibition of strong
drink will not need to be reminded of the ways and means by
which the smuggler will provide liquor for the sake of gain
in spite of the utmost vigilance and activity of police. There
is no means at present for ascertaining precisely the number
and nature of the "crimes " dealt with under a discipline which
was naturally of military character, but there is every reason
to believe that the record of the contingent in this respect is at
least as good as that of any of the other non-combatant corps in
our Services.

But what of the effects of this enterprise upon the natives
themselves ? What of its influence upon their own mindsiand
morals ? And, more important still, what will be the effect of
the return to their tribes of these labourers after their strange
experiences ?

No one who knows the South African community and
desires its welfare can have heard of the formation of the

14 Vol.17
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South African Native Labour Contingent without a certain
amount of misgiving and anxiety. The wisest South African
opinion is opposed to the introduction of South African
natives among the older communities of Europe, either as
individuals or in organised bodies. For educational purposes
it is unnecessary, and as an industrial measure it would be
economically unsound and undesirable in every way. I do
not know that the industrial employment of Africans in Europe
has ever been seriously proposed, except in the present in-
stance, as a military measure to deal with a temporary neces-
sity. But for education, and as personal servants, and in a
few cases as members of shows and circuses, individual natives
have, from time to time, been brought from South Africa, often
by benevolent persons with the best intentions possible. It is
not making too sweeping a statement to say that in every such
case the result has been unsatisfactory and very often disas-
trous. Even if such experiments have not been attended with
the demoralisation and ruin of the natives themselves, their
experience in this country, under social conditions differing so
widely from those of South Africa, has inevitably unfitted them
to take their places usefully and contentedly in their natural
environment.

Recent industrial development in South Africa has already
made great changes in native life and outlook. There are very
few of them who attain middle life without having paid visits
to, or worked in, the large colonial towns, and it would be
affectation to suggest that a native who has graduated at
Johannesburg (once described by a colonial statesman as a
" University of Vice ") has much to learn in England or France
in the subjects of drink, gambling, or sexual immorality. Nor
is the primitive native community by any means free from
human weakness of the sort. At any native "beerdrink " when
the crop has been plentiful and the brew is strong, the whole
Ten Commandments are broken as a matter of course in the
most obvious and disgusting manner. But the difference is in
environment. In Africa if the native wants to get drunk or
commit adultery he is supposed to do this sort of thing among
his own people, and if he finds, as he often can, the white man
or woman who will share low pleasures of this sort with him,
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he knows that such people are exceptions and that nature and
society have drawn a line between black and white which, to
do him justice, he does not himself wish to see removed. For,
however desirous the native may be for political rights or for
equality of opportunity in commercial or industrial pursuits,
he has not yet exhibited any particular desire for social admix-
ture of the races. He appears to have no objection to a policy
of segregation on just and fair lines. But on this side of the
ocean the importance of this point of view has not yet been
fully recognised, and many of those who are actuated by the
most benevolent feelings towards our black fellow-subjects
feared that in England and France they woulH come in con-
tact with men and women whose treatment would create a
mischievous and misleading conception of the proper and
healthy relations which world-wide experience has dictated as
necessary between races so widely diverse as the European and
the African- And, therefore, it was reassuring to learn that
the control and management of the Labour Contingent was to
be in the hands of South African officials of experience and
that some modification of what is known as the "compound
system " was to be adopted as regards their accommodation and
discipline. And that is in effect what has been done; the
natives, while well cared for and housed and clothed and fed,
have been practically "confined to barracks " when not actu-
ally working under the supervision of their European officers,
with the excellent result that they have been, on the whole,
preserved from the temptations of drink and immorality, and
the majority of them will return to their native land with their
wages in their pockets, with health unimpaired and without
having acquired any new vicious habits. No doubt they would
have preferred a life of greater freedom and some of them may
return to their homes with a discontented grumble that they
were " in gaol" while on service, but it was best for them that it
should be so, best also for us, for the French population with
whom they would have been in contact, and for the tribes to
which they belong and which they will rejoin.

As to the effect upon these tribes of the return to them of
such a considerable number of their young men, with stories
of their experiences while engaged in this great war, it is very
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difficult to speak with any degree of certainty. It has often
been noticed that it is impossible to predict precisely what
particular impression will be made on a native's mind by any
unusual and remarkable spectacle or experience. The impres-
sion made is often something very different from that
which is desired or expected. To illustrate this: the writer
once accompanied a party of natives, all men of unusual intelli-
gence, on a visit to one of the principal Lancashire cotton
mills. After the visit, and when discussing the day's doings,
it might have been expected that these visitors would have
made some remarks about the vastness of the industry or the
ingenuity of the mechanical processes or something of that
sort. But it appeared that what had most struck them was the
fact that the workers in the cotton mills were almost all women,
who, of course, do the machine tending. The natives said
"the white people will no more be able to tell us that we make
our woinen do more than their share of the work." And,
therefore, while one would suppose that these young men
would take back to their friends stories of the great military
power of the white people, of the extent of the war area and the
enormous armaments and other accounts of our prowess and
resources, which might have a useful and salutary effect, it is
by no means certain that it will be so. It has to be remembered
that few of the contingent were ever in or near the front line,
and the majority saw and heard little of the fighting beyond
the rather distant sound of guns. They can have had but a
vague impression as to the actual nature of the struggle or as
to the immensity of the forces engaged. However, there is no
reason to doubt that they will return with an increased idea
of respect for the governing race. They seem to have been
filled with admiration for the industry of the French agricul-
tural population, and it is tolerably certain that they will have
only terms of faint praise to bestow upon the European climate.

It is always difficult to get at the back of the native's mind
and to know what he is thinking of us, but it is easier to
arrive at a conclusion as to what opinion we ought to have of
him, in the light of our more recent experience. He has
always been credited with certain excellent military qualities
and that he makes a brave soldier and tough fighter is fully
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proved, if it was ever doubted, by the work done for the
Germans in East Africa by their Askaris, and by our own
Sudanese troops and King's African Rifles. Trained and
disciplined, and led by good European officers, there is little
doubt that the Bantu and Negroes of Africa would make as
good troops as any in the world, except, perhaps, first-class
European regiments. Fortunately, there has been no thought
of using them as combatants on the Western front. But as
non-combatant workers it may be fairly claimed for them that,
while they have been employed with our forces, they have
been useful, hardy, and efficient, and though it has now been
announced that no further recruiting will take place for the
contingent the South African Government and the officers
and men of the South African Labour Corps are entitled to our
gratitude for the good work done at a most trying ti»ne. I
cannot more fitly conclude this sketch than by quoting His
Majesty's words when he inspected a detachment of the Corps
on one of his visits to the front. The King said : " I take this
opportunity of thanking you and your comrades for the work
done in France by the South African Labour Corps. I wish
them and all their peoples to share with all my loyal subjects
that great and final victory which will bring peace throughout
the world. I desire you to make these words of mine known
to your people here and to convey them to your chiefs in
South Africa." H. C. SLOLEY.


